William Bartram described the Painted Vulture (Vultur sacra) as a new species in his 1791 book on travels in Florida and other southeastern states. However, no specimen of this bird survives, and it has not been reported by any subsequent ornithologist.
Introduction
In his volume on his explorations of the southeastern states in the 1770s, William Bartram (1791) of Philadelphia described a colorful new vulture that he evidently had observed along the St. John's River of northeastern Florida. He called this species the Painted Vulture Vultur sacra, and his description detailed characteristics quite similar to those of the King Vulture Sarcoramphus papa (Linnaeus) of the tropical New World. Naturalists who followed Bartram to northern Florida, including Audubon and Nuttall in the 1830s, failed to encounter the species, and, perhaps mostly because of this and the absence of any extant specimen of the bird, its validity has been widely questioned in more modern times. A number of authors (e.g., Allen 1871, Maynard 1881, Howell 1932 , Robertson & Woolfenden 1992 concluded that Bartram's bird was potentially imaginary, a mingled description of several species, or a misdescribed Northern Caracara Caracara cheriway (Jacquin). Harper (1936) believed that Bartram had encountered a typical King Vulture, but for some reason was mistaken in its tail color, a conclusion supported by Palmer (1988) . In its most recent checklist, the American Ornithologists' Union (AOU 1998) considers evidence for King Vultures in Florida (i.e., Bartram's description) to be unconvincing, citing Robertson and Woolfenden (1992) and rejecting the position of Harper (1936) .
